BILLIONAIRES: 

Hughes as Victim 

Howard Hughes was taken. 

In the gaudy saloons and garish gam- 
ing rooms of Las Vegas, that rumor has 
swirled for twenty months— ever since 
Robert Maheu was summarily dismissed 
as head of the idiosyncratic bilUonaire’s 
$300 million Nevada empire. Word had it 
that Hughes was bilked by dozens of 
sharp (and not so sharp) real-estate op- 
erators, that his hotels had suffered epi- 
demics of “skimming” and “scamming,” 
and that several state and Federal agen- 
cies were zealously investigating the 
scandals. But mostly, the rumors were 
just that, and it wasn’t until last week 
that the true scope of L’Affaire Hughes 
(Nevada chapter) began to emerge. 

In a two-part expose that took report- 
ers six weeks to document. The Wall 
Street Journal revealed that Hughes had 
indeed been taken— and in ways almost 
as bizarre as the man’s own behavior. 
Stock swindlers, mining middlemen, ob- 
scure companies, mobsters, even his own 
employees— it seemed that nearly every- 
one within reach walked away with some 
of Hughes’s money. No one has yet been 
able to figure just how much was lost or 
where all the money ended up, but one 
investigator estimated the take at some 
$50 million. Among the Journal’s major 
findings: 

■ Under the direction of John Meier, a 
Hughes employee since 1959, the 
Hughes interests purchased 2,400 virtu- 
ally worthless mining claims for $24 
million, about $20 million of it stiU unac- 
counted for. Sellers ranged from a Mina, 
Nev., gas-station owner to Anthony Hat- 
sis, whose firm, Toledo Mining Co., had 
current liabilities five times its current 
assets at the time of sale. In addition, 
Hatsis and several associates personally 



bought $85,000 worth of land in Nye 
County, Nev., and sold it to Hughes Tool 
Co. four days later for $850,000. To date, 

Hughes Tool has yet to begin any mining 
operations. 

■ Skimming— raking off profit from gam- 
ing tables to avoid taxes— apparently ran 
rampant at some Hughes hotels. Nor- 
mally, casino operators say, the house 
profit on what is bet at the tables aver- i| 
ages at least 20 per cent. But at the 
Hughes-owned Sands Hotel, for instance, 
the take dropped below 10 per cent for 
several successive weeks last year, and 
investigators, including those hired by 



Hughes Tool (Toolco), flatly attributed 
it to a skim. “Our investigation indicates 
it may have happened at other Hughes 
casinos,” the Journal quoted one Federal v? 
agent as saying. .ij 

■ Scamming— theft or embezzlement by 

employees— also marred operations at 'y. 

Hughes hotels and casinos. “There was ! . 
some security to keep the chiefs in line,” ™ 
said a Justice Dep^ment official, “but ■! 
the Indians were string hell out of the i 

place.” Dealers allegedly took stacks of ' 
chips with them when they left the ta- 
bles, and other hotel employees copped 
everything from food to trees for resale : 

around the state. L 

■ Hughes apparently purchased some of 5| 

his hotels at prices that Toolco officials 

now contend were flagrantly extravagant. Jj 
For instance, Hughes paid $17.3 million 
for the Landmark Hotel-Casino, a mush- H 

room-shaped pleasure dome that had 
taken eight years to build and had never S 
opened. He sunk an additional $3.5 
million into the place to refurbish it. 

There were other wrinkles to the 
newest Hughes tale as well: a $4 million I 
loan to Las Vegas newspaper publisher | H 
Herman Greenspun at an astoundingly I ;| 
low 3 per cent rate of interest, enormous * 
finder’s fees negotiated under dubious S 
circumstances and a sheaf of 10() m emo.; 

Newsweek 



from Hughe s--tQ,Ji4aheu that seemed to 
Confirm the recluse’s aberrant behavior. 
And at least fifteen legal actions for and 
against Hughes are in various stages of 
fitigation. Hughes Tool, for instance, filed 
suit last March against Meier, Hatsis, 
Toledo Mining and seven other defend- 
ants to recover some of the $9 million 
that was paid for six mining properties. 

! On the other hand, ten suits against 
Hughes, including ones filed by Maheu 
and Greenspun, seek damages of some 
$550 million. 

But it is the skim game— at Hughes 
hotels and others on the strip— that may 
set off the hottest sparks. A Federal 
grand jury is currently probing skimming 
operations as they relate to junkets, or 
casino-arranged trips to Las Vegas for 
high-rolling gamblers who often are ex- 
tended heavy credit by the house. For 
his part, Philip Hannifin, chairman of the 
Nevada Gaming Board, turns livid over 
the skimming charges and emphasizes 
that there never has been a conviction 
for the offense in his state. “There is no 
evidence that it took place,” he told 
Newsweek’s John Dotson last week. 
“These stories are a dozen for a dime on 
the streets of Las Vegas.” Perhaps, but 
unlike Hannifin, outside investigators are 
listening intently these days. “We are 
going to get some indictments out of 
this,” said a seasoned Federal agent, 
“and we’re going to get them soon.” 





Showdown in Las Vegas: Did John Meier (top, right) and 
Robert Maheu ^know Howard Hughes was being taken? 




